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TRANSLATED FROM THE BENGALI BY 
|... SOMNATH ZUTSHI ; 


P 
Lå 


I have arrived at the kingdom of darkness in the dark io 3 ۱ 
of the night. From my childhood I had learnt that this T x 
was or ga of coolies; there was no light to be found R. 


60 years ago, when the English merchants ar- 
ed to start their tea gardens, the one thing they اد‎ 


in Sanh Oraon—people h 
| at home, had made this 


` sęrap of land for lying down on. In addition, they got to 
be part of a depraved social system entirely cut off from 
"^ the world at large, and—wine shops. 


Modos from the very start of their lives as RR 
they learnt that the Manager was the beginning and the 
end of all things; there was nothing greater than him 
in the entire universe. 3 


Old Pardesi said, "The managers have stored a great ý 
deal of sorrow in those hills you see there. Occasionally ۱ / 
cracks appear here and there and the smoke pours 

out! : 


I remember that following a brief downpour during my 

„last day here, the hills were covered by what looked like 

hazy clouds. But Nagén Dey informed me that it was E 
not clouds I was seeing, but "smoke. Perhaps thís ís - 

what Pardesi had taken to be the smoke from accumu- t d å 
lated anguish. Who knows? å E 


A strapping coolie from one of the estates apparently 1 

told the Manager, Tm running a high fever today, Sir. I / 

won't be able to do any hoeing.’ The answer he received A 

was—a savage beating and death! Only the old can tell — , 5 

us how many whimpers of pain remain hidden in every 3 . EC! 

footstep. They can also tell us why no pretty girl should ; 7 
` be born in the worker's slums: because they have no 

right to their beautiful girls. As soon as one grows up, 

she has to be delivered to the clutches ofthe Manager, ٠ = 
4 to be the prey to his lust. These people weren't even a JR ۱ 

۱ ‘to contemplate marriage with any sense of assur- ١ ES ع7‎ 
oe couple, Gonu and Sarala of Darmara Teg; 7 en e x 

PDZ: 


dashed, however, when the Managers middleman, 
Aparnacharan, arrived on His orders, He had come to 
pick up Sarala and deliver her to the Manager, 


This was established custom during the days of the 
white owners. The regime of the native owners has 


worsened things, not improved them. 


A large number of white owners sold their estates at the 
end of World War I, Among the people who took their 
‘place were such people as B. K. Roy Choudhury (who 
bought Bharat Tea Co, Ltd), Mahalaxmi Bank (they 
bought Rangapani Tea Estate), Chandmal Bhatia (Bul- 
lion & Co. Ltd) and other Indian owners. The change of 
ownership, however, left the system of the tea gardens 
unchanged, except that now there were 20 tea estates, 
large and small, as opposed to the previous eight, And 
over this extensive area roam dark-skinned men and 
women from all over India; they raise the embankments 
during the monsoons and use shovels to dig during the 
winters. The men receive wages of eight annas a day; 
the women, six. They live in extreme penury with their 
children and occasionally, drink moonshine 


to get 
merry and forget their miseries, 


Then came the global financial disaster of 1930-31, The 
daily wages came down to four annas for men, 
three annas for women and two annas for c 
less they became capable of working, the worse grew 

the repression. Pushed beyond all endurance by the. 
unending oppression, the previously mute exploded. 
in fury. ‘Who are you to beat us?’ they asked, demand» - 
ing explanations. Then back to the moonshine- . i 
induced stupors and the factionalism resulting from E 


helplessness, d urn. 


hildren. The 
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A Congress activist arrived at Halda Valley Tea Estate p 
` in 1936. This was one Sushanta Choudhury and he € | 
had come to organize a membership drive for the Con- | 
gress Party. The Manager of the estate was Bhuvan 
Guha; and, through his good graces, not only did dear 1 | 

Mr Choudhury manage to recruit members for the Con- ` 
gress Party, he also managed to effectively sort out his 
own timber business. Having thus killed two birds with å 
4 one stone, Mr Choudhury departed, never to be seen 
| 
| 


or heard from again, at least on behalf of the Congress 
Party. 


From the Andamans, across the ocean, came Nagen 

Dey—a party worker of a rather different kind—who had : , 
taken part in the famous Bethua robbery. Having read 

and contemplated a lot during his stint in jail, he came t 

to the conclusion that the real struggle for independence ۰ 

consisted of working for the peasants and workers. y Å 1 


1 2 i . . He started the first workers union, with a membership 
z ， of around 70/80 at Neptune Tea Garden, after holding a 

& (5. e secret meetings, night after night, under the huge gar- / 
ES Jan trees. " ! 
= al 


From here, this clandestine movement to vali trade Far 
` unions spread to Fatikchhari Tea Garden. It had to re- TS دک ا‎ E: ا‎ 
" main clandestine in order to avoid being noticed by he hi MY بک‎ ea af 
nager. The other day, pointing to a mango tree in 
ra 1 Tea Garden, Nagen Dey described to me how 

7 to save himself from : an attack by — 1 * d^ 
eor the rating e 004 


each morning after drinking a bowl of salty tea and re- 
turned gasping to their shacks each evening. The daily 
wages for digging an area of eight hands by 512 hands 
was four annas. Unfortunately, the amount of food that 
could be purchased for four annas was insufficient to 
provide the strength for hard labour. Therefore, once 
the underfed worker became incapable of digging such 
a large area of land, his wages were reduced to two 
annas a day! The market price for one-and-three-quar- 
ter seer of rice was one rupee. 


They left the gardens in droves and died in multitudes. 
Even today, the villagers have anguished memories of 


the moaning of near-dead babies suckling at their dead 
mothers’ breasts. . 


Movements started wherever there were unions and 
wages went up somewhat as a result; but by much less 
than what was necessary. Some gardens, out of fear of 
the union-led movements, increased wages to start 
with. As for those who refused (for instance, Chandmal 
Bhatia), they were pressured by the government acting 
on behalf of the unions and forced to increase wages. 


The work of building the union spread to new areas 
during the start of 1944. As announcements and bul- 
letins spread from tea garden to tea garden, workers 
heard the news with keen interest—how the workers of 
such and such a garden were standing up with heads 
held high and saying in an united voice, ‘You will have 

. to treat us like human beings.’ 1 


They ín turn would whisper to one another and form 
groups, and, in the dark of the night, meet the union or- " 
ganizer to ask, ‘What is to be done?’ This is precisely how 
the union movement started at Rangapani Tea Garden. 
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A little thatched cottage on top of a small hill—the é 
workers call it the Ashram. A number of workers have 
congregated here in the dark of the night in order to 
form a union. They grow food on small personal plots 
by dint of back-breaking labour during their spare time i 
and the company forcibly takes away two-thirds of the 
crop. However, one of the things they learnt from the ۱ » 
١ financial crisis of last year was that it was critical-not ١ 
to let their produce out of their hands. They have there- | . 
fore decided to store their crop in their own granary 
and give the company one-third instead of two-thirds. 
They have other demands as well: ‘increase wages’, 
'stop the Manager's excesses' and so on. However, unity 
and solidarity are required for such enterprises to suc- 
ceed. This is why they have gathered. In front of them 
is the traditional pot covered with flowers, filled with 
water and containing copper coins and tulsi leaves. 3 
They look at each other awkwardly, too frightened to 
_» take such a potent oath, fearful of the consequences. 


—  . Rashmohan is another matter altogether: holding the m 
i و‎ pot firmly in his hands, he is the first to take the oath: | 


a 


'the fate of my brothers in the union.' His dark, 22 ۱ 
physigue, huge moustache and personality y 


A 


۱ 
| | 
including bringing in criminal charges and death, The | 
workers calmly went about harvesting their crops and 

: 
| 
| 
i 
١ 


` Storing it in their granary. 


$ | Finally, having entirely run out of alternatives, the com- 
pany, sent someone (Apurva Das) to make enquiries. 

During the subsequent investigations, the company 3 
ledgers revealed that the workers owed the Mahalaxmi 
Bank almost 2,500 rupees and about 1,500 maunds of 
rice! 


4 

r1 | | 
The workers were quite bewildered by the revelation. | 
"Why do we owe money?’ Why do we owe grain?'—one x | 
` can hear Shatrughna, the Oriya labourer, still asking ; i 
these questions. i s 
Blandly, the company explained, Dont worry, it’s of no : 


`` consequence at all; just a way for us to balance ‘our x 
books, We have no intention of foreclosing the debts.’ ‘ 


Gobiuda says, We dont fight for the fun of it, you 3 
know. Childhood onwards, all we've ever learnt is that | 1 | 
you owe the company this and you owe the company 3 | 

pe that—but you aren't owed a single blessed thing. Please e | je ai 

"ds . believe me when I say that I'm not exaggerating à bit ۱ KR - 1 

_ when I tell you that, after working all day in rain and . 

2x storm, I managed to pick up å piece of deadfall wood 
T a size. The company clerk weighed it and said 1 

in weight. He deducted 15 pounds from the a 1 ۱ ۹ 

| af dead ھا‎ abou 216 9. | Bone M ریم‎ 
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I was enquiri after Sukchand and Suryamani's fam- 
íly. Sukehand has worked in the gardens for 27 years, 
` Suryamani for 17. The fruits of the combined 44 years 
of labour by this couple are as follows: 


+ 


Å enquiry, the following demands were made‏ اس 
on behalf of the workers:‏ 


1/ Work must resume in the garden in a proper manner. 


2/ Daily wages: Male workers: 10 annas; Women 


workers: eight annas. 


3/ Three to five kaani of land per family. The rent to be: 
fixed at Rs 2 per kaani. 


4/ Paid maternity leave. 


5/ The right to store their rice crop in their own 


6/ No rent to be charged for their dwellings. 


And so on. 


The authorities accepted a number of the demands to 


, some extent or the other. : 


> 


The wages were fixed at eight annas for men and six 
annas for women. 


During the discussions that day, مہ‎ A stood up 
the poen: their principal demands had been ac- 
meg thumped the table and looked the Manager 


"Now then, Manager- -babu,’ said Rashmo- 
E ‘From today you can't beat us any more! - 


"A کے‎ a A 


DN یں‎ 
REZ ENT i 


TER 


BESS 


2 


2 
SE 
=" 


SS 


SSS 
SL 


iem E TE 0 i rx d zo 


ear Hg 


Z1 


fil WALI sg 
SA AAMT ESS 


090+1 


\ 


PLA 


“ad, 
2 
Li 


j- 
پا‎ 


N ? 
Å 

۱ 

Hn i 

i 


ovum 


Tian uS ME رای‎ queni 
ELTA 


EA 
SY 


ES 
EN 


NN 7 
e y 


bei 


E 
A 


— + 


ND 
MR Ce w 


\ : $ 7۹ 0 å 
T ات‎ AMD X 


NS 3 wm + 
| 1 


LÓD 


Tea ےہ‎ u 
MR 
N 
0 | 
= p ^ 
70823 AN سیکا‎ 


ws 
Ce 


CR 
gie" 9 


a 


This success came during the early months of 1945. 
During the October of this year, Mahalaxmi Bank sold 
the garden to Hill Top Tea Estate. Satinath Mukherjee 


is Managing Director úg the firm. ` | 


Shane time during the end of the year, on a day when a 

. meeting was being held in the local market, the red flag | 
waving over the meeting with workers gathered under ۱ 
it, "who should arrive but Satinath Mukherjee. Appar- 
~ ently, he was on his first visit > having acquired the 


E es 

. “There are c flags «bdo over my garden! Pull them $ 

down, lower them immediately. I can’t bear the sight of + 

. the red flag! He was nonplussed to see that not even 
one age made any attempt to lower the flags. 


: The man was escorted to the bungalow by the Manager. 
i $ let them hold their meeting, Sir. Don’t say anything.’ 


1 hi workers, ie were much amused when they 
سم‎ learn that the gentleman was saying, Yes of 
em have their meeting. I 002 of such 


the MN the Rangapani workers were amazed 

of striking workers from Barmasiya and 

iby Subol Mazi and Bishu Sardar, ap- : Å 
ani. Seeing them standing at their - 3 


running across, I Madhu, Sukchand, 
ME, 


© 


To provide an answer to this question, one has to speak 
` alittle of Subol Mazi, Subol was a worker at Sujanagar 
"Tea Estate. When the union was formed, he was one of 

the very best activists. Within a few days of joining, he 

played a crucial role in the land occupation movement. 

From that moment on, he was in the Manager’s bad 

books, The management, in the meanwhile, had made 
. false allegations to the police against the union leader- 

ship and workers, They had had them arrested, which 
had angered the work force enormously, The resulting 
protest had taken the shape of a strike, but a leaderless 
"strike had petered out in three weeks, Several months 


later, after the leaders were released, they had advised 
Subol to take 50 men and come here. 


En route to Rangapani, they had been attack 


ed by 
company goons, who had taken away 500 rupees, plus 
11 of Subol's 


cows, as well as 10 goats and about 14 
chickens. The Manager, 


their belongings under 


A gamchhaa wrapped ar اه‎ ‘ah 
" turban—Subol Mazi e akeshift 


ur nc M‏ بت سس 


"ra 


The Rangapani workers responded by stárting a move- 
ment for food, clothes and money, finding jobs at Ran- 
gapani Estate, procuring plots of land for cultivation as 
+ > well as living quarters and even ration cards for these 


men. : 
H This forced the company to play it’s last card, i.e. divide 
/ and conquer. They bought several people, including 
‘ae Etoya Sardar, Shyam Sardar, Durga Oraon, etc. 


From shanty town to shanty town, the news spread like 
wildfire. ‘These fellows are campany stooges.’ Even 
Modhu Sil, the village barber says, 1 won't shave them!" 
: ‚The village chief is furious: ‘These people have insulted 
the Red Flag. We'll have nothing to do with them.’ 


I can still rémember Abala’s comment. Abala was rest- 
ing after having picked up deadfall. Next to her was a 
portion. of hollow green bamboo, filed with water. 
Doesn't the company provide you drinking water?" 


ue. Tt did,’ she replied. But I've told the man not to bother.‏ کت 
The fellow’s a company stooge. I'd feel sick if I drank‏ _ 


DU © water from his panga 


Actually, the ies were drawn سو‎ more sharply than 
that: after being sent away for two days running, the 
va! r supplier said on the third day, If you lot don't ac- 
pt this water, Tm going to pour your share on the 
round in your name. Abala exploded. Who the hell 
k you are, you miserable so-and-so. We're 
JOE 7 water 0 on n the Cee inour — 


FFR 


€— DD 二 8 odda t T» 7 Pm. n s 
ZU 1 Tnm NE Ter PUE وت ہت پر مو تی نات پر ء‎ tw ee س‎ SATTE کر ہے ما رر‎ A 


, 
1 Fhe tries i 


S Sul | 


| NORN 
a MUS 


Nimm 


R 


: RZE , <a / ۸ 7 
u 777 
S ANA RA, 


PSV AN 


| / 


۳ 


7 
" 


ØY , 7 a: 
5 ہے ص72‎ Ww dr, w, 


T " » 
PY a 
- S یما‎ 


the The union Ka set of demands to the company during 
b February 1947. Satinath Mukherjee duly turhed up, . 
å > vacillated and prevaricated, hemmed and hawed and ¿ 
his feelings about Tebhaga: ‘It’s a form of 
1 madness. It's not going to happen, etc. etc. 


` The workers were incensed. 
ا‎ oie m mid-March, the company sacked Bishu and tried to | 
|. intímídate Pardesi. | 
ZW The union demanded 'Bishu must be reinstated!’ They , 
gave the company 24 hours' notice to accept this and 


their previous list of demands." 
‘Strike was declared on 23 March. The OC from the po- 


lice station turned up in full force and arrested eight | 
. people, including Modhu, Rashmohan, Shatrughna, = ` | 


1 
۱ 
| 


gura ` Bishu and Tupu. In the meanwhile having heard the | 
news, the women arrived armed with their brooms, the s | 
men with their lathis. 2 
‘Frightened, the OC said, Someone will have to guaran- 
tee bail.’ The women shot back, ‘Why the hell should 
رو‎ bail. ey? dene nothing wrong!” 


ohm exhausted, the helpless Ocletthe | ۱ 


vay < 


x TA $ ۱ The alt 
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his usual threatening 


The local OC arrives once again, 
ent worker 


self, but has to withdraw in the face of sil 
resistance. 


In between all this falls the date for the union's Third 
Annual Conference, on 17 and 18 April, at Rangapani 
itself, The starving; desperate workers donate what little 
they have left in order to make the conference a success. 
They also act as a, beacon for the neighbouring gardens. 


Several days E the conference, on 30 April, there 
was a sharp exchange of words between the OC and 
the strikers. The OC exploded and said, TII shoot the 
lot of you—let's see who can stop mel’ : ; 


The women immediately lay down in front of his jeep 


‚and started shouting, ‘Shoot us, shoot US 一 We won't let 


you leave if you don’t shoot us.’ 


The OC had to apologize before they let him go. 


It was Sukchand’s wife, a mother of four, who was the 
leader of this group. Therefore, when I hear her 18- 
month-old daughter saying, ‘Stop the Manger’s injus- 
tices,’ I feel reassured. This bunch can pull it off. - 


kkk 


On 3 May, in the presence of Ambika Chakrabarty, 
alpataru Sengupta and the local SDO, the RAA 
endent promised the following: V E 


shu would be reinstated. ۱ 
| would receive one aadi of rice each week. 
ards and goons would be asked to- leave. 
Ise charges would be withdrawn. ik ub. 


le workers, 12. annas; female workers 1 
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The Superintendent was at his bungalow, discussing 
something with Bishu, when a number of women from 
a distant village came marching down, shouting ‘Ingilab 
. Zindabad’. The Superintendent got into a funk and 
said, D'you hear what they are shouting. Bishu? So 
what? said Bishu. ‘They're just having a good time.’ 1s 
that what theyre doing?’ said the Superintendent. 1 


feet Fim going to have a heart attack every time I hear 
9 : that slogan!’ 5 á 


Rashmohan's wife, Padmabati, who had a job as a ma- 
. terial sorter, used to take hér youngest child to work 
Po There, the lad got together with a few other young pro” 
| pleofhisage and went round shouting, Down with e 
4.6 Manager's injustices.’ Surprised, and not a Httle bit em 
ów z barrassed, the poor old Superintendent tried to shut 
the boy up by giving him a handful of biscuits. Unfor- 
tunately, the silly child thought he was being rewarded 
for his for excellent work and went round shouting 
$ twice as loudly. Padmabati had to be sent off on en- 
ely different work in order for the Superintendent to 
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The company has taken no action on a number of the 
demands it had agreed to implement. Wages remain as 
before; the guards are still patrolling the garden; the 
people who had false cases made against them are still 
-having to appear in وه‎ : 

The company officials shuddered, hearing the marchers 
the other day, but they have not yet heard the voice of 
the land. 


The other day: we are sitting at Dukhiram's house, 
Dukhiram is present, so is Ganga, as well as Bibhuti 
Das, Nagen Dey and several others, The nearby trees, ~ 
like immobile monsters. Between them, the patches of Å 
sky gradually turning dark. Suddenly one hears the 
voice of the land, Dukhiram's grandchildren, aged be- 
+ tween two and four, dark-skinned enough to'almost ` 
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HOBING ۱ " 

S Lęk ecg: For tei boeing an area 64 nal by Å na 

sę pus x (1 nal = 8 hands), that is, digging this area one inch 

k deep, the workers used to get four annas. After the 
mass movement, they get eight annas for light hoeing 
an area measuring 32 nal by 1 nal. 
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% Deep Hoeing: For deep hoeing’ (i.e. digging two-and-a- 
half inches deep) an area 24 nal by 1 nal, the workers 
used to be paid four annas. After the movement, the 
wages are eight annas. for deep hoeing’ an area of 12 


nal by 1 nal. 


, Before the mass movement and during the famine, the 
worker's vitality had diminished to a degree that made 
it impossible for them to the dig the required area of ` 
land. As a result, they found it difficult to earn more 


i than two annas a day. 
/ The most disgusting convention in this garden is the 
سب‎ practice making women part of the. labour force. There 
Hi 5 would be times when the women would be unable to. 


P Ms x x > tirá oven tu مور‎ despite whale days back break: 
. ing work. : 


Nr de Syn SE 

"Hov could you expect them ta labour Your find it dif: 
pom but all they'd have would be a large 3 
jov. siut وا‎ ot اف‎ tea and go to work. After 
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asically a man’s work. Women are occasion- 
but they are never paid the appropri- 
On the other hand, they are made 


de Hoeing is b 
Eua ally made to hoe, 
ate wages for the job. 


to do all of the Manager's work, front giving him a mas- 
shing his dishes, 


o on. There 


e: sage to laundering his clothes, ۹ 
husking his rice, sweeping his house and s 

for the treatment of female diseases. In 
7۶ fact, there is little enough arrangement for ordinary 
treatments. Virtually none of the gardens have a qual- 
| ified doctor on their rolls. Doctors are paid anything 
from 35 to 100 rupees a month. The clinics themselves 
have no medicines; any medicine is rapidly dispatched 
to the black market. 


4 is no provision 


eee 
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One incident: `. 
¿o fe TĘ A لا‎ PLUSA 
. In 1944, Dr Murari Mohan Chakrabarty , confessed, in 
Då answer to the questions of the Additional Civil Surgeon 34 
| andtheDSPthat: ٦ S Sy. RT 


He had not studied medicine. ` e. 
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PLUCKING | ۱ 


During Chaitra to Jaishtha (i.e. between March and E 
May), the women are paid seven annas per day. (Men do j 
not pluck during this season, being móstly engaged in 

hoeing.) They used to be paid four annas previously but, i Or 


E i ` due to the union movement, their wages had risen by 
1 1 three annas from the end of 1943. From Aasharh to Kar- 
3 tik (i.e. the monsoons), the daily wages are based on the Su 
3328 5 weight of leaves they pluck—one paisa for every two 


pounds plucked. During these months, both men and 
women pluck till about three in the afternoon. The best 
pluckers earn up to one rupće and 10 annas a day. To 
make their cup of woes spill over, this is the season for 
leeches and snakes. Furthermore, the ground is littered 
"with leaves which exude some form of toxin, causing 
nasty sores in the foot and lower leg. Normally, the 
women sling their little children‘ on their shoulders and 
ER — take them to the gardens. Once there, the children are 
A REZ left in the shade of nearby trees while their mother is 
ÆR - pinching leaves. This system prevails even during the 
å rainy season, the result being that the children suffer 
` terribly. A number of women are reluctant to take the 
> A .... children for fear of making them ill. As a result, they.stay > : = 
SĄ . at home, missing the day's wages. Starvation is RARE Min ld R 
.. evitable. Women work while pregnant, sometimes till the دم‎ : 1 
ej day before actual childbirth and are usually back at ORK. GZ) sx] 
vork within 48 hours or so A Now, because of the "A T 
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HN Es _ JAIRAM 
He is a Bhumiya. These people live in the hills and are 
'so called because they clear the forests and turn them NO, 
into what is locally known as jom. (Making jom consists 
of cutting the scrub and undergrowth from small hills 
» and setting it on fire. The burnt earth clears the 
growth. Then they plant rice, after turning the soil with 
their choppers. In between, they sow beans, maize, etc.) 7 
Their staple food is rice. Even though Buddhist by re- 
ور‎ ligion, some of their customs are similar to Hasê ûf the 
oe Hindus. For instance, they are Kali worshippers. They : $ 
worship the forest; they sacrifice chickens in its name. 
i Their dwellings are built on stilts and they are very fond 
4 of personal ornaments. The Bhumiyas are a matriar- 
chal society. 


ارس وہ 


` They might clear the wood in order to build their com- 
munity, but they have no right whatsoever to the land. 


Jairam had an ‘arrangement’ on 12, kaani of land but 
» ee he lost it as soon as the garden went to the Mahalaxmi 
Bank. Now, Hill Top Company expropriates 20 aadi of 

l rice per kaani of land (according to the bargadar sys- 
a tem). Unfortunately, the maximum yield per kaani is 


1 25 to 30 aadi. What this means is that one cannot even 


us get one month's staple from cultivation. This is what 


forces thein to work in the gardens. 


E. = 
. a (According. to the éx-Manager of Rangapani E 
A à Birén Banerjee, You've got to keep these fellows half 


| x E starved, They'll refuse to work the moment they have a 
full belly.’ This comment is sufficient to demonstrate 
e unfair expropria- 


CS the evictions from the land, th " 
. tions, etc., are all devices to force the Bhumiyas to wor 


state, 


4 


8 illness— 
n is presently و تام‎ from a severe 
2: , there. are no facilities which 


ASHARAM 


Asharam is a party member. He was beaten up badly 
by a middleman’s goons for not going to work during 
the strike, He has filed charges against the Superin- 
tendent, Shyam Sardar, Etoa Sardar and several oth- l 
ers. (The Third Annual Conference of the Tea Garden 1 4 
Worker's Union took place at Rangapani on 18 April, 3 d 
this year. A violent. disruption took place, presumably 
in order to disrupt the conference. This made the local D^ 
` workers furious and it took all the persuasive powers. E 
of the ‘red flag’ leaders to bring things ‘under control.) : 5 


^ V M Aes 
5 ii Asharam is one ofthe more e enthusiastic party Workers | 


KULACHANDRA 


A party member, he founded the trade union movement 
. among the Bhumiya community. As a result, he found 
e himself in the management! s black books and was 
i forced to | give up his job. "He now works as a guard in 
Å the Forest Department and on the basis of demands for — . 
E "wages, | kerosene, ration, etc., tries to organize the Bhu- 
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RATACHANDRA 


There are five of them living in a room, eight hands by 
six hands, along with a cow and its calf. They cook in 


the same room. All their entire belongings put together 


„amount to one thaali, one drinking glass, two earthen 


pitchers and two earthen handis. | 


BISHU SARDAR 


He came to Rangapani from Sujanagar, along with 
Subol Mazi. He started working for the union here as 
well and, as a result, got into the Superintendent’s bad 
books. He was dismissed by the Superintendent on the 
basis of trumped-up charges. His reinstatement was 
the most important demand during the last strike. Cur- 
rently, he has been reinstated, though as a watchman 


and not a foreman. 

Party member. 

He is a fine hunter and very brave. 
He is also an expert brawler. 


His son calls the Superintendent Pig’s leg’. 


MODHU SIL 


He was against the union to start with. Later, under the 
influence of his son Basanta, he changed his mind. He 
donated five aadi of rice during the last conference. He 
helped the workers in many ways during the strike, He 


is a barber, 


ok ا هی گل‎ dos 
X She was in charge of the communal - 
ke 


SUKCHAND 


He is a real worker’s leader. Husband and wife both 


work in the garden as does their 12-year-old daughter, 


Sukchand has worked in the gardens for 27 years, his 
wife for 17, Their possessions, after these 44 years of 
combined labour are: 


A tumble-down single-room hut, one third occu- 
pied by a cow and the rest by them, four chil- 
dren—two boys and two girls, four metal 
drinking glasses, two glass tumblers, three 
thaalis, two kadhais, one chopper, one torn dhoti 
and another in good condition, three saris be- 
tween mothér and daughters, Torn shirts on the 
two boys, one of whom is in a pair of shorts, the 
other in a breech clout. Ten chickens, two cows, 


a number of gunny sacks, a broken hurricane 
lantern and bow and arrows, 


Their circumstances may be thought of as quite com-. 
fortable. Not the least because, in his wife’s words, they 


own silver ornaments worth 30 rupees, even though 


Sukchand insists that they can’t be worth more than 
20, 


During the first phase of the union movement (the 
struggle over rice), Sukchand led the movement to store 
the harvested rice with themselves rat 
company’s granaries, Moreover, he 
during the 1944 movement to 

wages, The movement was successf 
dividual, he was a delegate at this y 
Union Congress, He is a party m 
member of the district committee. 
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ul. A very steady in- 
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scientious and enthusiastic of the women party-work- 


ers. Something ofa daredevil, she leads the broomstick 
brigade, When asked what they'd do if the Police ar- 


Ma 


each one with the greatest ease. Tf we ever forget, says 
Suryamani, ‘our children will remind us.’ 


he Iding a meeting near the bungalow. One 
ent to the police officer and asked him to ad- 
nis omplaints to the meeting. The Superintend- 
t lost control himself. ‘Who d'you think you are; 
think you can frighten me with your bows and 
shoot the lot of you right now; I'd like to see | 
commies try and stop mel” The moment they 


RASHMOHAN 


Taking the Oath: whenever a worker takes a solemn 
oath of any kind, he or she does it holding a brass urn 
filled with water, containing copper coins and tulsi 
leaves, decorated with mango leaves and flowers. They 
believe that any oath taken while ‘holding the urn’ is 


inviolate, for breaking it would offend the gods. When 


the union was being formed in this area, it was pro- 


posed that people would have to ‘swear on the urn’. No 


. one was agreeable to begin with; they kept looking at 


one another. It was at this stage that Rashmohan 


‘stepped forward to be the first to hold the urn and 


swear ‘Lord Jagannath, you are my witness as I say to 
all my comrades that I will always obey the union’s in- 
struction and the fate of my comrades will be my fate.’ 
After this, all the others present at the meeting also 
swore on the urn, 


Rashmohan has procured a military uniform, which 
suits his rather military temperament. He is rather 
proud of the uniform. ‘We aren’t inferior to the company 
guards,’ he keeps saying. At the mention of a photo- 
graph being taken, he hurried away, and came back 
having changed his clothes for the uniform. He is ter- 
ribly straightforward. He is the leader of the local vol- 
unteers and a party member. 


Currently, there are three cases against him at the 
courts: stealing from the factory, assault, tying up a 
watchman. 
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` BUDHU 
Farmer, 60 years old. 


A party member. He used to be a worker at the Bar- 
masiya Tea Estate. About 12 years ago, a worker at the 
tea estate was shot dead by the Manager, one Hem 
Bhattacharya. The workers were utterly enraged and 
surrounded Bhattacharya and the police and gave 
them a frightful beating. Budhu was one of the princi- PX. 
pal leaders of this assault. Then they left in a group and ZEM 

5 FN everywhere. Budhu came to Rangapani. He &- PT 
‘is one of the union's more militant members, fearless, ان‎ ő 
ever without his lathi. - je POs 


» 
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is one case against him, It is now known that he = 
ised top , the local moneylender Bhairav Mahajan 
dues d, instead, beat him up in public. 


e de nated five nadis of JR inna the last strike. He. 


. 


m going to cast it on the ground, in each of 


ABALA 


Kant s wife, party member, daredevil. 


There is a convention in the tea gardens that a man 
with drinking water is present during plucking time. 
- This allows thirsty workers to have a drink. When the 


paaniwala turned up some days ago, Abala told him on 


behalf of the women, “You're a company stooge. Were 


not going to accept water from your hands.’ The fellow — 


retorted, ‘I 
your names, if you don't drink it. The women were in- 
censed by this comment. Abala said, ‘You miserable 


' wretch, are we supposed to be dead that you're going 


to cast water i in our names? Try coming here again and 
we'll thrash you with our brooms!’ From that day on- 


wards, the women refuse to drink the water that the 


wj company provides and instead, bring their own drink- 
fe water in hollowed tubes. 
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SUBOLMAZI ° 


Subol used to be a worker at Sujanagar Tea Estate and 
a militant trade unionist. He played a big role during 
the land occupation movement. He joined the strike 


‘called in response to the false cases filed against union 


leaders and workers. He led a struggle for three weeks 
against the police and company goons. Later, when the 
strike foundered through lack of leadership, he surren- 
dered. Some months later, when the union leaders were 
freed, Subol and Bishu, along with about 45 other 
workers, left the garden. This was at the union's in- 
structions. On the way out, the company goons looted 
them of 500 rüpees. Moreover, they robbed Subol of 17 


“cows, 11 goats 14 chickens and various utensils. Tarak 
Patranabis, the Manager, promised to hand over all his 
, belongings if only Subol came back to the garden. In 


addition, the Manager tried to offer him 1,000 rupees. 


Subol simply scorned ‘all these inducements and left for. 
MS Rangapani. He has filed criminal charges against 


| Sujanagar Manager and the cattle ruging goons: The 


Party member. 


TUPU SINGH DE 


He used to work at Sujanagar as a foreman; he would 

also do the occasional job of delivering the post. He al- BRAŁ 
ways had the ability to be a worker's leader, He was one 

` of the founders of the Sujanagar-Barmasiya workers ` j 

union. While working as a messenger, Tupu Singh - ` کی سے‎ 
ای‎ AAN would also carry all the messages to and from the ` 

a AAT Sujanagar-Barmasiya Union, Bhuban Guha the Man- | 7 
Z, PNE ager | found out and tried to threaten Tupu, who an- > 
7 awered him back as sharply, Following this, the a 
"Manager stopped using him for delivering mail. Unfor- 

- tunately, no one else was willing to do the job, After 0 ; ye 
ESI or four er سا‎ m سو‎ BBY, 1 : y 
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_TILOK ROY (80) i تو : ال‎ 
From Hazaribag with Parents “anil brothers at the age " ۹ 
of 12 or 13. All relatives dead now, First came to Ran- D 
مجع‎ cleaned the forests, built houses. v 3 


. From Rangamati to Rangapani, , He used to work on 
YO NA cultivating the land. 
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This journal is about an investigative visit to a planta- 
tion—to an institution where cash crops are grown for 
commercial purposes on the basis of coerced labour. 
Some points ought to be kept in mind about this. One: 
that coerced labour, in the form of slavery, has had a 
long, if dubious history. Slavery was known to, and 
played an important role in, all the ancient societies: 
 Egyptians, Sumerian, Assyrian, Greek, Roman, Chi- 
nese, Israelite and others. And, of course, in the mod- 
ern era, Slavery was a crucial money-earning business, 
indeed a key factor in the rise of the European capital- 
ist economies, as well as the basis on which cash crops 
SM as Sugar and cotton were cultivated. 


The other: that و‎ labour has always been the 
foundation of the plantation systems. The Italian . 
` colonies of the. late Middle Ages were not only SER, 
plantation systems but. also models for their modern ` 
counterparts in Spain, Portugual and America, Condi- § 
å tions were indes عادو‎ and fae slave was a a un pis 


the Bill, the tea gardens started after slavery was over 
ss, indentured 


everywhere in the Empire. Neverthele 
f the 


serfdom played its part. Further, it is a reflection o 
parlous conditions prevalent in the countryside, that 
peasants opted to work in the tea plantations (or es-' 
tates) despite the appalling conditions, minuscule pay 
and the constant threat of violence. Being a non-person 
was very much a part of it; the social conditions have 
been described by Somnath Hore as *. . . a depraved so- 
cial system entirely cut off from the world at large’. 
Most of them had nothing to call their own, in many 
cases, not even their girl children. A form of droit de 
seigneur was prevalent. It was, as Somnath-da, puts it 


in his opening sentence, *. . . a land of darkness . . 


Nor did the conditions improve at all after the tea gar- 
dens were bought by Indian owners. Indeed, various 
things, the depression included, contributed to making 
matters worse. In this grim situation, a worker’s union 
movement was born in the mid-1930s. The struggle 


ranged union men, organized by the Communist Party. 


on one side against the owners, their thugs, the tea 
garden managers, and the constabulary on the other. 
It is a tribute to the organizers and activists that they 
managed, despite such powerful opposing forces, to 
wrench concessions out of the i A It was to 


Somnath Zutshi 
April 2009 
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